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Achi evi ng success in counterinsurgency operations involves
acconplishing the follow ng tasks:

* Protect the popul ation.

e Establish local political institutions.

* Reinforce |ocal governnents.

 Elimnate insurgent capabilities.

e Exploit information from |l ocal sources.

-- FMI 3-07.22, Counterinsurgency Operations

At the turn of the twentieth century, before U S. Marines
were endeared to the American public by their heroi smand
bravery during the first and second Wrld Wars, they were
i nvol ved in counterinsurgency operations fromCentral and South
Anerica to China and the Philippines. Mny of the | essons
| earned fromthose early experiences were applied during the
Vi etnam War to the conbi ned action program one of the few
successes of that conflict.® During Operation | RAQ FREEDOM I 1A,
the Marine Corps again found itself involved in counter-

i nsurgency operations and the conbined acti on program was
revived. While the conbined action programhas resulted in
tactical success both past and present, the programis ability to
contribute to ultinmate operational or strategic success depends
upon its designation as the main effort—accepting or mtigating
the inherent risk, allocating the necessary manpower and

equi pnent, and recogni zing the tinme requirenents inposed by the

nature of the programitself.

! Lt Col Raymond C. Damm Jr., “The Combi ned Action Program A
Tool for the Future,” Marine Corps Gazette, Cctober, 1998, 49 and 51.



COMBINED ACTION PROGRAM — VIETNAM

BACKGROUND

The foundation of the conbined action programduring the
Vi etnam War was a synbiotic relationship between a squad of
Marines, a popul ar forces (PF)? platoon conprised of 35 soldiers,
and the village or ham et that served as their hone. The Marine
squad and PF pl atoon were incorporated into one unit, formng a
combi ned action platoon (CAP).® According to Standing Operating
Procedure for the 15' Combined Action Group, the Marine el enent
of the conbined action programwas assigned the mssion “to
support Popul ar Force Pl atoons, through integrated operations,
in carrying out the Popular Force mssions and to train the
Popul ar Force soldiers so that they can carry out their mssion
unai ded”.* In essence, the CAP was a Marine-trained PF unit

whose primary responsibility was security of the village.®

2 According to W R Corson in a paper titled “Marine Conbined
Action Programin Vietnam” (N p., n.d. Provided on 21 Decenber 2004
by Marine Corps Historical Association, Washi ngton Navy Yard):

“Popul ar Forces troops---sone 150,000 nmen in 3,000 platoons and 1, 700
squads—are stationed in all but one of South Vietnam s 234 districts,
def endi ng hanml ets and villages, guarding key installations, and
providing protection for local officials. The PFs serve under the
operational control of the district chiefs. Popular Force nenbers are
full-tinme volunteers, recruited within their native villages and

ham ets to protect their own famlies.”

3 1st Conbined Action G oup, Standing Operating Procedure 1st
Combined Action Group, G oup Oder P3120.1J (Vietnam Headquarters,
1st Conbi ned Action Group, 18 Cctober 1968), 1-1. Cited herafter as
1st Conbi ned Action G oup, 1968.

* 1st Combi ned Action G oup, 1968, 1-2.



TACTI CAL SUCCESS

Beyond the tangi ble results of conbat operations (eneny
killed or captured, eneny supplies and equi pnent recovered or
destroyed), several positive effects resulted fromthe |ong-term
i ntegration, cooperation, and coexi stence of Mrines and popul ar
forces in CAPs. First, in providing continuous security to a
village or ham et, the CAP prevented insurgents from accessing
t he popul ation for recruits or supplies.® Next, as the Marines
and popul ar forces trained and operated together, the
proficiency of the popular forces inproved markedly, with
statistically fewer desertions’ and inproved kill ratios.® In
addition, as the CAP becane a routine elenent of the village or
ham et they received nore intelligence information than they had
resources to act upon.® Finally, though difficult to quantify,

the CAP had an inpact on the population of a village or hanl et

> Fleet Marine Force Pacific. The Marine Combined Action
Program: Vietnam. Declassified by the Director of Mrine Corps
Hi story and Museuns. Provided on 21 Decenber 2004 by Marine Corps
Hi storical Association, Washington Navy Yard, 6. Cited hereafter as
FMF Pacific, Marine CAP: Vietnam.

® LtCol W R Corson, USMC, “Marine Conbined Action Programin
Vietnam” (N.p., n.d. Provided on 21 Decenber 2004 by Marine Corps
H storical Association, Washington Navy Yard.), 14-16.

” Corson, 24.

8 Robert A. Kl yman, The Combined Action Program: An Alternative
Not Taken (Honors Thesis, Departnent of Hi story, The University of
M chi gan, 1986), 8.

® Corson, 109.



in general. According to LtCol W R Corson, as a result of the
conbi ned action program “t he Vi et nanese. .. peopl e have been
willing torisk or commt thenselves in the defense of their
freedom Their hopes and aspirations have been aroused and the
opportunity for dempbcracy to grow has been achieved.” *°
CosT

Ri sk, manpower, and tine were anong the costs associ at ed
with the conbined action programin Vietnam The nost obvi ous
cost of the conbined action programwas the high risk associ at ed
with its design. Al though CAPs were not manned to conbat
conventional North Vietnanese Arny units, the possibility of
such an engagenent was |ikely. This substantial risk was both
mtigated and accepted by the |eadership at the tine.* The
second mgj or cost of the programcane in the form of manpower.
According to Raynond C. Danm “until 1969 there was no manpower
allocation for the Conbined Action Programfrom Headquarters
Marine Corps.”?? Instead, CAPs were manned by personnel from
units already on the ground in Vietnam Finally, time was a

significant cost on tw distinct levels. On the first |evel,

the program was not neant to achieve instant gratification; by

10 Corson, 28.
1 Damm 52.

12 Damm 52.



desi gn, each subordinate CAP was a |l ong-terminvestnent,
requiring tinme to mature to its full potential. On the second
| evel, it took nearly five years for the programitself to reach
its authorized strength, when it was sinmultaneously forced to
begi n reductions accordingly with other Marine units.?*
ENDSTATE

What began in 1965 as a reconmended solution to a small and
i sol ated probl em evol ved over the course of the next six years
into what many still refer to as the only success of the Vietnam
War. At its peak in 1969, the conbined action program consi sted
of four groups, twenty conpany headquarters, and 114 pl at oons,
totali ng approxi mately 1800 American and three thousand

Vi et namese per sonnel . **

Al t hough, according to David Evans,
“statistically, the Marines in the villages suffered half the
casualty rate of their counterparts in the big battalions, and
the villages were twice as safe....The CAPs remai ned a token
effort involving perhaps 1,500 of the 100,000 Marines in

"5 I'n the words of Raynond C. Damm Jr., “The apex of

Vi et nam
t he program was achi eved after the American resol ve about

Vi et nam had plummeted to its nadir.”'® Wen the |ast CAP was de-

B3 Klyman, 16-109.
¥ Kl yman, 15.
15

Evans, 2A.

' pamm 52.



activated on May 17, 1971, none of numerous tactical successes
of the conbined action programwere translated into ultimte
operational or strategic victory.

Combined Action Platoons — Operation IRAQI FREEDOM (OIF) I1A
BACKGROUND

To prepare the Marines in his division for their return to

lraq, then Major General James N. Mattis, Commandi ng General,
1st Marine Division, directed that each infantry battalion
returning to lraq stand up a CAP. His intent was “to provide
each battalion with an additional capability...one platoon that
was nore | anguage and culturally oriented than the others.”!®
Just as the conbined action program of the Vietnam War was
adapted fromearlier Marine experiences to apply to the specific
cul ture and operational environment of Vietnam so were the
conbi ned action platoons of OF-11A adapted fromthe Vietnam War
to apply to the specific culture and operational environnent of

Irag.!® Specifically, General Mattis wanted each battalion

commander to have the flexibility to enploy his battalion s CAP

7 Kl yman, 20.

8 Lieutenant General James N. Mattis, USMC, Commandi ng General ,
1st Marine Division, Canp Pendleton, CA, interview by the author, 19
January 2005.

1 pamm 51; LtCol P. C. Skuta, USMC, “Introduction to 2/7
Conbi ned Action Program (CAP) Pl atoon Actions in Iraq,” (N p, n.d.,
provi ded on 7 January 2005 by Maj M chael Styskal, Operations Oficer,
2nd Battalion, 7th Marines.), 1.



when, where, and how it best suited the environnent in his

uni que area of operations. ?°

As a result, many significant

di fferences exist between each individual OF-11A CAP, and even
greater differences exist between the CAPs of O F-11A and those
of the Vietnam War. However, it is the scope and magnitude of
their simlarities, both positive and negative, which are nost
important. Although the specific |language differs, the three
essential tasks assigned to the CAPs of OF-11A were to
establish security, foster a relationship with and train a
designated unit of the lraqgi Security Forces.? Thirty-three
years after the |ast CAP was deactivated in Vietnam a new breed

of CAP stood ready for service in Ilrag with a mssion nearly

identical to that of its predecessor.

20 Mattis.

2l 1st Lt Charles E. Anklam USMC, Pl atoon Conmander, 1st Pl atoon
(Combi ned Action Platoon), Conpany C, 1st Battalion, 5th Marines, Canp
Pendl et on, CA, tel ephone interview by the author, 3 January 2005; Capt
Matt Danner, USMC, Executive O ficer, Wapons Conpany, 3rd Battali on,
4t h Marines (CAP Pl at oon Commander), Twentynine Pal ns, CA, interview
by author, 14 January, 2005; 1st Lt Jason Goodal e and 1st Lt Jon
Webre, USMC, “The Conbi ned Action Platoon in Irag: An O d Techni que
for a New Vr,” (N.p., n.d. Provided on 4 January 2005 by Mj
M chael Styskal, Operations Oficer, 2nd Battalion, 7th Marines); 1st
Lt Carl B. Martinez, USMC, Platoon Commander, 81nmm Mortar Pl atoon
(Combi ned Action Platoon), 2nd Battalion, 1st Mrines, Canp Pendl et on,
CA, e-numil interview by author, 10 January, 2005; Maj Kevin Norton,
USMC, Operations Oficer, 3rd Battalion, 4th Marines, Twentynine
Pal ns, CA, e-mail interview by author, 5 January, 2005; Skuta,
“Introduction,” 1; Maj Mchael Styskal, USMC, Operations Oficer, 1st
Battalion, 5th Marines, Canp Pendl eton, CA e-nmil interview by
aut hor, 4 January, 2005.



TACTI CAL SUCCESS

Li ke their predecessors, the | eadership of the OF-11A CAPs

bel i eved they were successful . ?

They agreed unani nously that
t hey acconplished their assigned m ssion, and the neasures of
effectiveness used to validate their clains were nearly
i dentical to those of the Vietnam CAPs.?* O the three platoon
commanders interviewed, two cited inproved proficiency and
noral e of their Iraqgi counterparts as clear indicators of
m ssion acconplishment.? COhers involved with the CAPs cited
successful conbined operations against insurgents, ability and
desire of Iragi Security Forces to assume training functions for
t hensel ves, and quantity of actionable intelligence received
from menbers of the community as measures of effectiveness. ?®
Unfortunately, these successes did not conme w thout significant
cost .
CosT

Not surprisingly, the nost frequently cited costs
associated with OF-11 A CAPs paralleled those of the Vietnam

CAPs. Once again, risk, manpower, and time were highest anong

them First, the mlitary risks associated with CAPs during

22 Mattis.

23 Ankl am and ot hers.

24 Ankl am Danner.

25 Ankl am and ot hers.



OF-11A were just as high as they were during the Vietnam War.
Clearly an inportant consideration “because of the potential of
catastrophic loss,” General Mttis “approved any use of CAP”
during OF-11A 2 In addition, during OF-11A as during nmuch of
Vi etnam the manpower and equi pnent that constituted each CAP
cane from al ready depl oyed battalions w thout increasing their
strength or decreasing their area of operations or assigned

m ssions.?” Another notable cost of the OF-11A CAPs was timne.
Unli ke the Vietnam era when individual Marines rotated in and
out of units already in Vietnam entire battalions rotated into
and out of lraqg for OF-11IA Wth those battalions went the
CAPs of OF-I1IA As a result, each CAP had, at best, six nonths
to acconplish its m ssion, which included fostering a
relationship with an Iraqi counterpart as a mission essentia

t ask.

?ENDSTATE?

The question is not whether or not the conbined action
concept will produce positive results at the tactical level — it
has proven to do so, even if on a limted scale, during two
separate nodern conflicts. The question that remains: |Is the

concept of conbined action the main effort or a supporting

26 Mattis.

10



effort? Even under very different circunstances, with
speci ali zed adaptation to unique situations and cultures, the
overarching limtation of conmbined action to have operational or
strategic effects lies in its nethod of enploynment. Until it
becones the main effort and the associ ated costs of risk,
manpower, and tine are mtigated, allocated, and understood,
conbi ned action can only continue to nmake positive contributions

on the tactical |evel of war.

2 LtCol P. C. Skuta, USMC, “Partnering with the Iraqgi Security
Forces” (N.p, n.d., provided on 7 January 2005 by Maj M chael Styskal,
Qperations Oficer, 2nd Battalion, 7th Marines.), 5-7.

11
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THOUGHTS

| nsurgents are true maneuverists. They wll find the gap every
time. If CAP is enployed only by 1 service or in 1 sector and
is not a coordinated effort, the result will be mnimal b/c the
insurgents wll bypass them The American people are |ess
willing to accept casualties AND the | eadership is nore cautious
in avoiding a repeat of the Vietnam experience. However, not

wi t hout significant cost. Wat is the answer? Watever the
answer, it requires many aspects that CAP offers as part of
itself.

LEFTOVERS

“Popul ar Forces units, generally not regarded as highly
efficient, are converted, by a nodest investnent of Marines,
into useful and productive entities, which serve to free Marine
units for other enploynent.”?8

“CAPs in operation |onger than six nonths are surfeited with
intelligence information, in nost cases the CAP because of tineg,
space and avail abl e resources usually has nore intelligence
information than they can exploit.” 2°

“There were sone unconfortable mlitary risks to these snal

unit outposts. The CAPs were not neant to w thstand NVA regul ar
forces or large main force guerrilla units and woul d not | ast
long if assaulted by either. It was a risk Gen Vlt was willing

to accept.” 3

“the Conbi ned Action Program expanded to its authorized strength
of 4 groups, 20 conpany headquarters, and 114

22 EMF Pacific, Marine CAP: Vietnam, .

29 Corson, 19.

%0 panm 52.

15



pl at oons. .. Manpower | evels now stood at 1,710 USMC, 119 USN, and
2,991 PF personnel .”3!

PEAK - Tot US Troops April 1969, 543, 400%.

“The CAP specifically avoids initiating civic action projects,
with the exception of MEDCAPs, until the credibility of their
mlitary security efforts has been acconplished.”3

105. M ssions
1. The stated m ssions of the Popul ar Forces are as

foll ows:

(a) Destroy the VC* infrastructure
within the village or hanml et area of responsibility.

(b) Provide public security and help maintain | aw
and order.

(c) Protect the friendly political structure.

(d) Protect bases and conmuni cation axes within
the villages and hanl ets.

(e) Organize local intelligence nets.

(f) Participate in civic action and conduct
pr opaganda agai nst the VC.

2. The mission of the Marine elenent of the Conbi ned
Action Programis to support Popul ar Force Pl at oons,
t hrough integrated operations, in carrying out the Popul ar
Force mssions and to train the Popul ar Force soldiers so
that they can carry out their m ssion unaided.

106. Tasks. Appropriate tasks in support of these

m ssions include but are not limted to the foll ow ng:
1. Mdtivate, instill pride, patriotismand

aggressiveness in the PF sol dier.

31 Kl yman, 15.

32 “\fietnam M | estones,” The Washi ngton Post, 6 February 1990,

33 Corson, 19.

3 According to “Viet Cong,” Wikipedia, 2005,
<http://en.w ki pedi a. org/wi ki/Viet_Cong> (9 January, 2005): “Viet Cong
(Viét Cong) was a nanme used by South Vietnanese and allied soldiers in
Vietnam..to refer to the arned insurgents and political dissidents
fighting agai nst the Republic of Vietnam during the Vietnam War.
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2. Conduct conbi ned/ coordi nated day and ni ght
patrol s and anbushes in assigned areas.
3. Conduct training in general mlitary subjects,
| eadershi p and | anguage...to increase the proficiency of PF
el enents so that Marine elenents may ultimately be
w t hdrawn and PF elenents will continue to performin an
ef fective manner.®

“The guerrilla nust have either the active or passive support of
t he popul ace to succeed....Therefore, one of the prine
considerations for the counterguerrilla force is to gain and

mai ntai n the support of the popul ace. ”3°

“Each infantry battalion deploying to OF-11A was required to
have a CAP platoon.” 3 [...resulting in a total nunber of X
Conbi ned Action Platoons in existence between February and
Sept enber 2004, representing approximately Y percent of the
total Marine Corps forces enpl oyed]

In order to acconplish the ultimte purpose of w nning the
popul ar support of the Vietnanese people,

....Conmandi ng officers would sonetinmes vol unt eer substandard
men because they did not want to give up their best, nost
experienced Marines or put up with the personnel shortage that
resul t ed.

% 1st Conbi ned Action G oup, 1968, 1-2.

3% U.S. Marine Corps, Marine Corps Reference Publication (MCRP) 3-
33A, Counterguerilla Operations, (Washington, DC. GPO, 1986), 2-6.

87 Skuta, 1.
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